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SHEEP BREEDING PROBLEMS IN W.A.
- T H E INDUSTRY'S VIEW
By S. M . DENNIS, B.V.Sc., Ph.D., Senior Veterinary Pathologist, Animal Health Laboratory

IN 1963 a short questionnaire was distributed to farmers and pastoralists seeking
information about sheep breeding problems and lamb losses. This was a fore-runner to
the Department of Agriculture survey into the causes of abortion and lamb mortality
which is reported elsewhere in this issue.

Warning signs of abortion noticed:
Small, woolless halfformed
lambs
found
33
(21.0%)
Premature lambs .... 49
(31.2%)
Vaginal discharge .... 62
(8.5%)
Visible afterbirth .... 63
(8.5%)
No answer
640
(88.2%)
From these replies it was obvious that
many farmers were confusing abortion
with signs of clover disease. The signs
of abortion-producing diseases and clover
disease do overlap to some extent but the
pattern of losses on a flock basis is clearcut. Both these diseases cause full-term
stillbirths and neonatal lamb deaths (first
one to three days of life) but the outAbortion
Twenty-one per cent, of farmers re- standing signs for abortion are lamb losses
ported abortion occurring in their flocks before the due date of lambing and for
but only a small percentage (9 per cent.) clover disease, heavy lamb and ewe losses
made any attempt to diagnose the cause. at full-term as the result of dystocia or
prolonged birth. (See Table on page 225.)
Abortion occurred:
Yes
157
(21.6%) Ewe Problems
No
520
(71.6%)
Many farmers reported breeding proNo answer
....
49
(6.7%)
blems in their ewes. These replies
indicated the widespread incidence of
Attempts made at a diagnosis:
Yes
14
(9.0%) infertility and difficult births in ewes in
No
...
92
(58.6%) W.A.
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The questionnaire was designed to
obtain information concerning both infectious and non-infectious causes of
lamb losses and to give an indication of
the sheep industry's view of these losses.
About 7,000 questionnaires were distributed and 726 completed replies were
received. This is a normal response for
this type of survey.
The replies came from 188 districts,
representing nearly all the sheep raising
districts of the agricultural areas, as well
as some pastoral districts, as illustrated
in the map.
This article reports the main findings
from the analysis of these replies.

EWE INFERTILITY—ewe failing to
conceive.
Occurrence:
Yes
430
(59.2%)
No
213
(29.3%)
Incidence:
72
Less t h a n 5%
Between 6 a n d 10%
89
Between 11 a n d 20%
87
Between 21 a n d 30%
41
Greater t h a n 30%
71
Considered to be a
current problem .... 289
Not considered to be
a current problem 123

(9.9%)
(12.3%)
(12.3%)
(5.6%)
(9-9%)
(39.8%)
(17.0%)

DYSTOCIA—difficult or prolonged birth.
Occurrence:
Yes
479
(66.0%)
No
161
(22.2%)
Incidence:
Less t h a n 2%
... 160
(22.0%)
Between 2 a n d 5% 154
(21.2%)
Between 6 a n d 10%
48
(6.6%)
Greater t h a n 10%
52
(7.2%)
Considered to be a current problem:
Yes
205
(28.2%)
No
194
(26.7%)
UTERINE PROLAPSE—usually t h e neck
of the womb prolapsed to t h e exterior.
Occurrence:
Yes
309
(42.5%)
No
286
(39.4%)
Incidence:
Less t h a n 2%
.... 217
(29.9%)
Between 2 a n d 5 %
49
(6.6%)
Between 6 a n d 10%
8
(1.1%)
Lactation in Non-breeding Sheep
LACTATION IN MAIDEN EWES
Occurrence:
Yes
97 . (13.4%)
No
.479
(65.0%)
LACTATION IN WETHERS
Occurrence:
Yes
103
No
472

(13.8%)
(65.0%)

Signs of Clover Disease
The problems listed in the previous two
sections are commonly associated with
clover disease.

T a k e n collectively, these five signs are
considered to be diagnostic of clover
disease and indicate a high incidence
of clover disease involvement on t h e
properties in question:
Ewe infertility
430
(59.2%)
Dystocia
479
(66.0%)
Uterine prolapse
309
(42.5%)
Infertility
and
dystocia
355
(48.2%)
Infertility,
dystocia
a n d uterine prolapse
233
(32.1%)
Infertility, dystocia,
uterine
prolapse
a n d lactation in
maiden ewes
(9.9%)
73
Infertility, dystocia,
uterine
prolapse
a n d lactation in
maiden ewes and
wethers
(7.2%)
52
Considered all the
above five signs
together to be a
current
problem
38
(5.2%)
Lamb Losses
STILLBIRTHS—lambs born
full-term.
Occurrence:
Yes
500
^ ^No
^ ^ ^ M
....
138
Incidence:
Less t h a n 5%
... 313
Between 5 a n d 10%
93
G r e a t e r t h a n 10%
29

dead

at

(68.9%)
(19.0%)
(43.1%)
(12.8%)
(4.0%)

dying
NEONATAL
DEATHS—lambs
within the first three days of life.
Occurrence:
Yes
461
(63.5%)
No
182
(25.0%)
Incidence:
Less t h a n 5%
132
(18.2%)
Between 5 and 10%
90
(12.4%)
Between 11 a n d 15%
67
(9.2%)
Between 16 a n d 25%
23
(3.2%)
G r e a t e r t h a n 25%
15
(2.1%)
MALFORMED
LAMBS—lambs
born
deformed (congenital).
Occurrence:
Yes
266
(36.6%)
No
....
343
(47.2%)
(16.2%)
No answer
117
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MARKING PERCENTAGE:
Less than 50%
.... 42
Between 50 and 70% 208
Between 70 and 90% 409
Greater than 90% 16
Variation:
Range less than 10% 187
Range greater than
10%
427

Epididymitis in Rams

(5.6%)
(27.3%)
(56.3%)
(2.2%)
(25.8%)
(58.8%)

CAUSE OF NEONATAL LAMB LOSSES
Farmers listed the following factors as
causing neonatal losses as related mainly
to autumn lambing. The three considered
to be the most important are given first:
Weather conditions, particularly when
cold and wet;
Lack of feed;
Foxes and crows, particularly foxes;
Late seasons;
Twins;
Lack of milk;
Underweight lambs;
Maiden ewes;
Management: Insufficient attention
to sheep, shearing in late pregnancy, lambing clashing with
seeding, paddocks too big, lack of
shelter, long walks to water;
Bad milk;
Double-gees;
Stinkwort;
Lambs unable to find the teat or seal
on the teats too firm.
The percentage of lamb losses reported
in most cases was low and did not relate
to the marking percentage or incidence
of infertility in the ewes. The average
percentage loss reported was below that
considered to be "normal" under Australian conditions, namely, 10 to 15 per cent.
Twenty-two replies (3.2 per cent.)
reported a marking of 70 per cent, or less
but stated that there was no infertility
in the ewes, no stillbirths or neonatal
lamb deaths. These statements are of
course, difficult to reconcile and suggest
that these farmers were not aware of
their problem or their losses.
It was apparent from the replies that
many farmers had no idea of their lamb
losses until marking time. The majority
of these cases were associated with
autumn lambing, a time when lambing
clashed with other activities, especially
seeding.

Epididymitis is usually seen as enlarged
testicles which are usually hard to the
touch. Palpation reveals that the enlargement generally involves the tail of the
testicle.
Occurrence:
Yes
125
(17.0%)
No
(66.2%)
481
No answer
(16.5%)
120
Incidence:
Less than 1%
.... 51
(7.2%)
Between 1 and 5% 39
(5.4%)
Between 6 and 10%
4
(0.5%)
Greater than 10%
6
(0.8%)
Nearly 83 per cent, of the replies
reported no evidence or knowledge of
epididymitis and the others reported a
low incidence. This is surprising in an
industry whose well-being depends upon
a satisfactory state of fertility.
From, the replies to this questionnaire
and results of the survey into lamb losses,
it has become quite clear over the past
two years that little or no attention is
paid to the rams' scrotum and its contents
by many farmers in this State.
Details of testicular conditions in rams
may be found in Department of Agriculture Bulletin 3264
This finding of apparent indifference to
the scrotum of rams is considered to be
one of the most significant points arising
from this questionnaire. Since the survey
into lamb losses commenced in 1963,
brucellosis, the common cause of epididymitis in rams, has also been shown to be
responsible for abortion in ewes and
neonatal lamb deaths in the State.
Any farmer who suspects epididymitis
or any other testicular condition in his
rams is advised to contact his nearest
Government or private veterinary surgeon.
Predators and Vermin

The range of predators and
reported was quite extensive
following list shows:
Foxes
639
Crows
634
Foxes and crows
599
Foxes but no crows
40
Crows but no foxes
35
Dingoes
19
Dogs
8
Eagles
70
Hawks
19

vermin
as the
(88.0%)
(87.3%)
(82.5%)
(5.6%)
(4.8%)
(2.6%)
(1.1%)
(9.6%)
(2.6%)
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Kangaroos
257
(35.4%)
Rabbits
269
(37.1%)
Emus
32
(4.4%)
Goats
5
(0.7%)
Donkeys
2
(0.3%)
Rats
1
(0.14%)
Galahs
10
(1.4%)
No answer
49
(6.6%)
Foxes
considered
to be a serious
problem
31
(4.3%)
Crows considered
to be a serious
problem
8
(1.1%)
Dingoes
considered to be a
serious problem
2
(0.3%)
The above list shows that foxes and
crows are widely distributed 1throughout
the agricultural areas of the State.
Other Breeding Problems

Occurrence:
Yes
114
(15.8%)
No
191
(26.3%)
No answer
....
421
(57.9%)
Many of these however, were not related
directly to breeding and are not Included
in the following list which is not given
in order of importance:
Ram infertility.
Getting rams to mate early.
Getting ewes to mate early.
Failure to lamb In a concentrated
period.
Lack of feed.
Mismothering—5 (0.7%).
Mastitis in the ewes.
Damage to ewes at shearing and
crutching.
Climate.
Too high percentage of twins.
Lack of twins.
Lambs too big.
Lambs too small.
Double-gees.
Lamb losses between marking and
shearing.
Arthritis in lambs.
The number that reported mismothering as a cause of lamb losses is amazingly
low (0.7 per cent.) when it is considered
that starvation/mismothering of lambs
has been shown over the past two years
to be the most important cause of lamb
deaths in this State, being responsible for
almost half of the deaths examined.

Miscellaneous

RAINFALL—of the areas from which
replies were received.
5-10 in
56
(7.7%)
11-15 in
97
(13.4%)
16-20 in
164
(22.6%)
21-25 in
325
(44.8%)
Greater than 26 in.
47
(6.5%)
Two-thirds of the replies came from the
16 in. to 25 in. rainfall areas with just
over half coming from the 21 in. and
higher areas.
Time of Lambing
Nearly half of the replies (47.2 per cent.)
came from farmers lambing in autumn,
followed by late autumn-early winter
lambing. However, it was obvious from
the replies that there was a swing towards
later lambing. Many farmers reported a
prolonged lambing and many also reported
two lambings per year; both these groups
were in the higher rainfall areas and
both showed evidence of clover Involvement.
General Comment

The above Information has been compiled from the replies received and may
be regarded as being broadly representative of the sheep Industry's view on
breeding and related problems.
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Each dot represents a district which returned questionnaires.
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Obviously this picture is not complete
and may not accurately reflect the general
situation on a State-wide basis but it
does give a useful guide to research
and extension workers in this field.
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INFECTIOUS ABORTION OR CLOVER DISEASE?
THE diagnosis of infectious abortion and clover disease in sheep at and around lambing
time is confusing.
The following table has been prepared as a guide to help distinguish between these
two diseases.
DIFFERENTIATION

BETWEEN

INFECTIOUS ABORTION AND

CLOVER

DISEASE IN SHEEP

Infectious abortion
Diseases

Clover
Disease

Lamb losses occurring before the due date of
lambing

Yes

No

Small, aborted, woolless lambs ....

Yes

No

Premature births

Yes

No

A few

Many

Full-term stillbirths

Yes

Yes

Neonatal lamb deaths (first 1 to 3 days of life)

Yes

Yes

Post-natal lamb deaths (usually 4th to 7th day of
life

Few

Rare

A few

Many

Clinical Sign

Difficult or prolonged births

Ewe deaths

NOTE: To add to the confusion, these two diseases may at times occur simultaneously in the same flock.
Any farmer who has or suspects a breeding problem in his flock is advised to contact his nearest
Government or private veterinary surgeon without delay.
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*t

DOOR TO DOOR" DELIVERY

by TERMINAL FEEDER SERVICE

I

MAY WE HELP YOU?

A convenient "door to door" delivery o f livestock is provided by the
railways in association with local contract carriers operating to a n d from
many country centres throughout t h e State.
This co-ordinated rail a n d road service enables integrated movements
of livestock from f a r m to sale, sale t o f a r m or from f a r m to f a r m .
T h e benefit of these " f e e d e r " services may be obtained where not less
t h a n one small van is hauled a m i n i m u m distance of 1 0 0 miles by r a i l .

WESTERN AUSTRALIAN GOVERNMENT RAILWAYS

MURESK AGRICULTURAL COLLEGE
(Department of Agriculture)
Parents are reminded that applications for 1967 admission to Muresk Agricultural
College close on December 31 of this year. A preliminary selection of 1967 entrants
is made after the Junior results are available early in 1966.
The successful applicants then continue with Sub-Leaving, or higher studies at
secondary school in 1966.
Before the course can be commenced applicants must have studied:—
Junior.—

(a) English; Maths A; Maths B.
(b> Physics and Chemistry; (or Science A and Science B).
(c) Book-keeping, if possible.
(d) Others such as Geography.
Sab-Leaving.—English; Maths A; Physics; Chemistry and others.
Some prefer to take Junior Book-keeping in Sub-Leaving.
Places still exist for 1966 commencement. They are filled in order of application,
during 1965, by qualified applicants.
Duration of Course.—Two years.
Fees.—Approximately £200 per annum covering full residential charges.
Scholarships.—Department of Agriculture (3), the "Countryman", and J. J.
Poynton Memorial (2).
Boarding Allowance.—Most Muresk students are eligible for the Education
Department Boarding Allowance (£50 per annum).
Pull details of the College are obtainable from the Principal, Muresk Agricultural
College, Muresk, W.A., or the Department of Agriculture, Jarrah Road, South Perth.
Pleas* mention the "Journal of Agriculture of W.A.," when writing to advertisers
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J £144-7-6
as D I S C O U N T if you pay for your new SHEARER " C S " HEADER

BY 31st MAY

•
•

Call in and look over the " C S " Header now
See the efficiency engineered features surrounding the 1965 " C S " , including
• Hydrostatic Control • 60 Bushel overhead Grain Tank • Patented Impeller
Screen • 4 8 in. wide Thresher and Sieves • 5 2 i n . wide Walkers • 14 in.
ground clearance • Open Concave (adjustable) • Reel-type comb front
especially designed for Western Australian crops.

Check the savings by way of discount

•
•

(but remember, as each month goes by so t h e discount decreases).

BIG CAPACITY, ENGINEERED QUALITY, SECOND-TO-NONE
FIELD SERVICE, and now the best BIG DISCOUNT makes the
1965 Shearer "CS" best value by far.
PRICE

*

•

(completely equipped with 8 in. Hyd. Ram for tractor operation) from:

•

•

•

•

•

•

WIGMORES
'

3REAT EAS
CARNAMAH. COPR!<

•

•

•

•

•

£2 505

•

TVIA^DHI^ERTST
_r r - -", ~~

PHONE 6 5 " 72 '

Please mention the "Journal of Agriculture of W.A.," when writing to advertiser!
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